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PREFACE
Socrates
Some things I have said of which I am
not altogether confident. But that we shall be better
and braver and less helpless if we think that we ought
to enquire. than we should have been if we indulged
in the idle fancy that there was no knowing and no use
in seeking to know what we do not know;
•

•

•

•

•

Plato:

•

•

•
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On

the death of the Emperor Basil

II

in 1 025 the boundaries of the

Byzantine Empire stretched from the Euphrates to Southam Italy and from
the Danube to the islands of Crete and Cyprus.
was full, and commerce nourished.

The imperial treasury

The conversion of Kievan Russia to

Orthodox Christianity had brought glory and infl.uence to Byzantium, which
was considered without a doubt the most powerful, th e wealthiest and
most c ivilized state in au of Christendom.
Only a few decades later Byzantium suffered a disaster from which
it never really recovered.

The battle of Manzikert in 1071 marked the

collaps e of Byzantium as a great political power and the beginning of
the Turkification of Asia Minor.
What brought about this sudden collapse?

.A.

number of scholars

have pointed out the major factors in this decline.

These included civil

wars ; ethnic-religious difficulties; the sale of offices through grants
of pronoia, excuss eia, charistikia ; privileges granted to Venetian
traders ; debasement of coinage ; 1 and above all th e absorption of the land
of the free peasantry by the great land owners, a change which altered
th e composition of the army.

A.t the battle of Manzikert the Byzantine

army was composed of large corps of Armenian, Frankish, Uze and Patzinak
1 0n the grants and the economic conditions of the empire in the
eleventh century see p. 28ff.

-1-

-2mercenaries who deserted the general-emperor Roma.nus Diogenes at the
most critical point in the ba.ttle.2
Of all these factors the most important in permanence and farreaching implications seems to have been the growth of the great land
owners.

This danger was recognized by most of the emperors of the tenth

century who repeatedly enacted legislative measures to control and diminish their growth.

The failure of the Ms.cedonian dynasty to imple

ment its legislative activity and seriously impede the growth of this
landed class of nobles was a major cause of the turmoil of the eleventh
century and the disaster at Ms.nzikert.

These laws shed light on the

changing social, economic and military scene, and for this reason will
fom the basis for an interpretation of the history of Byzantium in the
tenth and eleventh centuries.

However, in order to analyze adequately

this legislation it will be necessary to survey briefly the political
context of the tenth century and the changes wrought in the seventh which
laid the foundations of the empire for our period.
The double century (867 -1056) known as the Macedonian 3 period was
perhaps the most glorious in the history of the empire.

It was a period

of internal recuperation, consolidation of power and finally of expansion
abroad.

For a century Byzantium had been preoccupied in holding her own,

now the weakness of the surrounding countries allowed her to expand.
2For a detailed description of the battle see Romilly Jenkins,
Byzantium. the Imperial Centuries A.D. 610-107 1 (New York: Random House,
1966)' pp. -:sb?-7 4.
3This is the accepted but possibly inexact term. Some scholars con
sider Basil I an Armenian, others a Slav. It is known his family was set
tled in Macedonia. For opinions and criticism see Konstantinos .A.mantas,
Historia tou Byzantinou Kratous 395=1204 /jistory of the Byzantine State
395=1204.1{2 vols.; 2d ed.: Athenai: Organismos Ekdosseos Scholikon Bib
lion, 1957), II, 21-22; and A. A. Vasiliev, History of the Byzantine
Empire (2 vols.; Madison: The University of WisconsinFe"ss, 1964), I,
301.

-JThe struggle with the Arabs continued until under the generals Nicephorus
Phocas and John Tzimisces came a forward move approaching the spirit of
a crusade.

Armenia to the east was annexed.

To the north attacks by

the Bulgars and Russians were countered and these people were finally
brought under the influence of Byzantium.

In the west the Carolingian

empire was in decay and posed no real threat, and the imperial possessions in south Italy were firmly held.

However, there was a growing rift

between Ea.st and West as each world grew

more

conscious of the ambitions

and ideals which separated them.
At home, Byzantium rejected the innovations of the iconoclastic
period, turned to its heritage, and created new expressions for its traditions.

In letters, classical studies were revived while in art the

legacy of Hallas was expressed in the new forms, proportions and colors.
In political life, however, there was a subtle rejection of Roman tra
dition and imperial power became absolute. 4

This theory was reflected in

ceremonies of acclamation and approval of a new emperor by soldiers,
populace, the senate and the patriarch of Constantinople, himself repre
senting the people. 5

4a ere

refer to the older Roman tradition dating back to the period
of the republic by which emperors were conceived to share power with the
senate, in contrast with the later tendency toward absolutism which since
the fourth century had become increasingly dominant. The legally recog
nized absolutism of the tenth century was the culmination of the latter
trend. For a discussion of the constitutional position of the emperor
see H. St .L.B. Moss, nThe Formation of the Ea.st Roman &lpire, JJ0-717,"
The Cambridge Medieval Histo , "N, Part I, ed. J. M. Hussey (Cambridge:
At the University Press, 196 , 10-15 •
I

6;'

.5tlilhelm Ensslin, 11The Emperor and the Imperial Administration,"
Byzantium An Introduction to Ea.st Roman Civilization, eds. N. H. Baynes
and H.St. L. B. Moss (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1948), pp. 269-70.

-4-

The Byzantine throne was in theory elective and remained so to the
end.

In practice the emperor usually appointed a son as successor by

crowning him co-emperor , thus establishing or continuing a hereditary
dynasty.

In the :¥.a.cedonian period the ideal of hereditary legitimacy

was exceptionally strong and the dynasty established by Basil I

(867-

886) inspired a loyalty unrivalled before or after in Byzantine history.
Three usurpers reached the throne in this century:

Rome.nus Lecapenus ,

a brilliant statesman, Nicephorus Phocas and John Tzimesces , both outstanding generals and heroes of the peopl e .

Yet none of them was able to

establish his own dynasty ; all became co-emperors through marriage6 with
a member of the reigning dynasty and ruled as regents of the legitimate
ruler.
This ideal of hereditary legitimacy was strengthened by the prac
tice initiated by the founder of the dynasty , Basil I, of crowning all
his sons as co-emperors during his lifetime.
Basil and of his son Leo VI, The Wise

The suc cessful reigns of

(886-912),

laid the foundations of

legality and the dynasty so firmly that not even the brief rule as sole
emperor of Leo1s brother, Alexander

(912-1)),

or the minority of Leo's

son, Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus , could shake it.
Lecapenus seized power in

919,

When Roma.nus I

displacing a regency dominated by Con-

stantine1s mother Zoe and the patriarch Nicholas My'sticus , Roma.nus could
and did make himself co-emperor.

He also ma.de his sons , Stephen and Con-

stantine , co-emperors and was clearly hoping to establish permanently
6 Romanus I Lecapenus arranged the marriage of his daughter Helena
to Constantine VII ; Nicephorus Phocas married the empress Theophano ,
widow of Roma.nus II ; John Tzimisces married Theodora , daughter of Con
stantine VII. These politic marriages are further indications of the
concern of the usurpers with legitimacy.

-5his own dynasty.

But loyalty to the Basilian House was such that he

could not risk disposing of Constantine VII.
Roma.nus I f'ell in

944

when his sons turned against him and the

reaction of the people of Constantinoplaon this occasion illustrates
the status which had been achieved by what was now regarded as the legitima te dynasty.

As the news spread that the younger Lecapeni had seized

and exiled their father it was rumored that Constantine VII bad been
murdered.

"All the people ran to the palace1111 wrote a contemporary.

"No one cared about Romanus for he was not the real emperor; everyone
wanted to know if Constantine was alive.117

Constantine was indeed alive.

Within a year he ordered the arrest and exile of the sons of Roma.nus,
and he reigned thereafter as sole emperor until his death in

959.

Constantine VII was never a strong ruler11 more of a scholar than
a ruler, and influenced greatly by his wife Helena (daughter of Roma.nus
I) and the general Bardas Phocas.

963)

His son and successor Roma.nus II

(959-

was also weak and under the domination of his beautiful wife Theo-

phano, yet the next two usurpations which followed in succession carefully preserved the legitimate dynasty.

On the death of Roma.nus II the

general Nicephorus Phocas married the empress Theophano, was crowned
emperor and ruled as Nicephorus II

(963-69 ) .

He was murdered, with the

connivance of Theophano, by his most brilliant general who became John I
Tzimisces

(969-76 ) .

Both these men, however, ruled as co-emperors with

the two sons of' Roma.nus II, Basil II
Constantine VII

(976-1025)

'Bulgaroctonus• and

( 976-1028).

711utprandus, Cremonensis Episcopus, Historia Gestorum �et
Im.peratorum sive Antapodosis, Vol. CXX.XV I of Patrologiae Latinae, ed.
n.p., 1853 ), Book V, 21, c.
J. P. Migne (Paris:

-6-

The reign of Basil II marked the zenith of Byzantine power and
prestige.

After his death members of the Macedonian dynasty ruled

Byzantium for thirty more years (1025-.56 ) , bearing witness to the
rivaled loyalty the dynasty had inspired.

un

Unfortunately, dynastic

loyalties were carried too far for Basil II was the last worthy representative of the House of Basil; thereafter the empire knew the effects
of incompetent rulers and civil strife under the rule of the empresses,
Theodora, Zoe and their husbands .
The Macedonian dynasty did not only inspire outstanding loyalty to
its members, it managed to consolidate imperial power to an unrivaled
degree, give it theoretical expression and incorporate it in the law.
The philosophy of imperial power is expressed in a series of
writings by Leo

VI

1Th.e Wise •.

In the Epanagoge8

he sought to define

the powers of the emperor, the patriarch and other officials of the
empire.

1 1The emperor," he wrote, "is a legal authority, a blessing com-

mon to all his subjects, who neither punishes in antipathy nor rewards
in partiality; but behaves like an

umpire

making awards in a game. 119

Moreover, the emperor was the supreme legal authority:

1It is our

will

that wrong decisions should not be confinned even by long custom. • 10
This power the emperor derived from God for he was God1s appointed and
entrusted with His law.
Bsee Appendix

II.

9Leo VI The Wise, Epa.nagoge, eds . J . and P. Zepos,� Graecoromanum
(8 vols . ; Athenai : Georgiou Fexe kai Yiou, 1931 ) , VI, 57 . For translation
of relevant portion see Ernest Barker, Social and Political Thought in
;B]'zantium From Justinian I to the Last Palacol'OS\is ( Oxford: At the Clarendon PreSs, 1 961), p"'; 89.- lOibid. , p .
91; Leo VI, Epanagoge, p. 59 .

-7In practice these ideals were manifested particularly in two
novels by which Leo VI removed the last vestiges of the senate's power.
By the novel number forty-seven he abolished certain powers of the
senate in regard to the appointment of officers, stating that "today
•

•

• everything depends on the wisdom of the emperor, and all things

are supervised and managed, with the aid of heaven, by the providential
care of his wisdom. n11
that 1 1

•

•

In his novel number seventy-eight,. he ordained

the law which associates the senate with the process of

•

legislation shall be excluded from its place in the body of the laws.
The position of affa�s has pronounced sentence of condemnation upon
that law ever since the power of the emperor took their management into
his hands

•

•

•

•

1112

The state was thus identified with the emperor

and his bureaucratic and military machine.
This bureaucratic and military machine, which was in its time the
most efficient in the world, had been gradually formed in response to
specific needs.

The origins of the administrative and military system

of Byzantium in the tenth century dated from the seventh century when the
empire :faced near extinction.

The invasions of Persians and Arabs in the

south, Slavs, Bulgars and Avars in the north resulted in the social and
economic leveling of the empire.

The great emperor Heraclius

( 610-41 )

initiated a policy o:f reconstruction, which was to be o:f lasting significance :for the state and created a new system o:f administration, whose
11Nov. XLVII, 11Abrogatio legis, quae senatui praetores, decurioni
bus vero praefectos constituere concedebat,1 1 in Zepos, Jus Graecoromanum,
I, 116-17; Barker, Social and Political Thought, PP• 99=IQ0.
12Ibid. , p. 100; NOV. LXXVIIl, ''Ne amplius senatus-eonsulta fiant,11
in Zepos, Jus Graecoromanum,. I, 147.

- 8character was basically military. 13

From this destruction and the con-

sequent reforms the serf emerged a free man and the changes in taxation,
art'l\Y recruitment and provincial administration guaranteed him the protection of his freedom.
The main sources for the social and economic structure of the
Byzantine empire from the seventh to the tenth century are the

Farmers

� 14 and the "Treatise on Taxation. 111.5 The first document is concerned
13

rt is almost impossible to determine the exact nature of the re
forms which altered the social structure of Byzantium. It is also not
clear when and by whom they were adopted. Basic to any reform, however,
seems to have been the division of the state into themes introduced by
Heraclius. G. Ostrogorsky, History of .!£! Byzantine State, trans. Joan
Hussey, The Rutgers Byzantine Series{New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers
University Press, 1957), pp. 8?-8. A differing opinion can be found in
J. B. Bury, A History of the Later Roman .J?npire From Arcadius to Irene
)94A. D. to 000 A. D. (2 vols. ; London: M11.c millan and Co., 1889), II,
339...51.
iltsince its publication at the turn of the century the Farmers Law
has provoked much controversy as to when and by whom it was issued. G;
Ostrogorsky, 0Agrarian Conditions in the Byzantine Empire in the Middle
Ages,11 The Cambridge Economic History of Europe from the Decline .2f.!£!
Roman m:eire, I, eds. J. H. Clapham and Eileen Power (Cambridge: At the
University Press, 1941), 198, n. 1, attributes it to Justinian II (68.59.5, ?0.5-11). K. Paparrhegopoulos, Historia tou Hellinikou Eth.nous apo
.!i:2!! Archaiotaton Chronon mechri ton Neoteron:-l""History of the Greek
Nation from the Most Ancient Times to Recent YearsJ, ed. P. Karolides
(.5 vols. ; 4th ed.; Athenai: Ekdotikos Oikos Eleutheroudaki, 1932)., III,
Part II, 57, and A:mantos, History, I., 3.57, 360, both attribute it to
Leo III (717-41). P. Charania, "On the Social Structure of the Later
Roman Empire, " :Byzantion, XVII (1944-45), 42, agrees with the latter
possibility but points out th.at this issue is not of capital importance,
for the code, 11while attesting to the transformation of the rural so
ciety, offers no evidence that it affected this transformation.11 For
other views see K. Setton, "On the Importance of Land Tenure and Agrarian
Taxation in the Byzantine Empire from the Fourth Century to the Fourth
Crusade," American Journal of Philology, LXXIV (July, 1953), 232-36.
15-w.Ashburner, 11Byzantine Treatise of Taxation, 11 Journal of
Hellenic Studies, .X:XX.V (1915), 78-84.
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with the regulation of the affairs of a free village community and attests to the existence of a class of free and mobile peasants.

The

taxin g system and villa ge organization are further described in the
second document.

The combined evidence of these two sources provide a

picture of the f'ree Byzantine peasant in this period.

While there must

have bean considerable variations in diff'erant areas, it is generally
accepted that the situation described applies to the entire empire.
There were two main types of peasant settlements :

the "nucleated

villa ge" and the separate farmsteads held by members of such villages but
not integrated with the village land.

In addition, there were isolated

farmsteads cultivated by the proprietor and his f'a mily and found on the
outskirts of a city, town, or villa ge, or some distance from such boundaries.

Large estates also continued to exist and were cultivated by

slaves , serfs, and leas eholders who held either short-term leases f'or
half' the product, or long-term for nine-tenths of it. 1 6

The village com

munity formed a f'iscal district (hypotage choriou) and all the property
owners of the community shared the responsibility of' a general
(rhiza choriou) .

tax

The taxes were assessed by tax inspectors , who were

imperial appointees , and were generally disliked, as is usually the case.
I!

a peasant beca me impoverished or a bandoned his property, his neighbor

was made responsible for his share of the taxes.

Ultimately the peasant

could a cquire the right of the land in question.

This

tax

was called the

16K . Setton, American Journal o f Philology, LXXIV (July, 1 95 3) ,
2 39-49 ; and Ostrogorsky, Cambridge Economic His tory, I, 1 98-200.

-10allelengyon17 and its payment imposed an excessively heavy burden on
the peasant community.

More often than not, the neighboring farmer did

not have the necessary capital and labor

to

cultivate the additional

land, could not meet his tax payments and was, eventually, forced to
abandon his own lands as well.

This only added to the vacated lands,

which gradually became state property and were sold or pledged to large
landowners who could procure an immunity or exemption from taxation.
'lbe dispossessed peasants became a mobile populace roaming the country
in search of opportunity or daily subsistence.
From the beginning of the ninth century there was a noticeable
economic expansion and subsequent growth in the number of great estates.
Many

private individuals found themselves in command of considerable

capital with few outlets for investment.

Portable securities were un-

known; money-lending at interest was subject to vigorous restrictions;
and investment in trade or commerce brought but limited profits due to
the guild system and the state control of prices and production.18
'lbus, the Byzantine capitalist was practically forced. to invest in land.
'Ibis became a very desirable outlet for capital when the fear of invasion
subsided in the ninth century and when the empire began to expand again
in the tenth.

At the same time the peasant farmer, who throughout the

170n the allelengyon and its relation to the epibole, see ibid.,
pp. 202-03, 228, 238-39. Indispensable for the study of agrarian con
ditions in this period is J. B. Bury, "'lbe Land Question,0 in E. Gibbon,
Decline and Fall of !:e.! Roman Empire (7 vols.; 2d ed.; London: Methuen
and Co., 190U:-v, Appendix xii, 530-33.
18ostrogorsky, Cambridge Economic History, I, 204. See also A.
Andreades, 11'1be Economic Life of the Byzantine :&npire,11 Byzantium An
Introduction • • • , PP• 66-8; J. B. Bury, "Interest, Credit, and Com
merce--( The Rhodian Code),0 in Gibbon, V, Appendix xiii, 533-34.

-11ages had been kno'Wll to be short of ready money, was burdened by taxes,
contributions in kind and forced labour.19

He gradually began to envy

the serf of the great landowner, who lived in relative security, and
this comparison frequently prompted him to give up his farm voluntarily
and embrace serfdom. 20

The growth of these large estates was also an

after-effect of the revolt of Thomas the Slav in 821.

This insurrection

had lasted two years and had devastated the Asian provinces causing the
ruin of many peasants and providing the wealthy with an opportunity to
buy land in the village comm.unities.21
This situation was dangerous to the economic and military wellbeing of the empire, for its very existence depended on the existence
of the free peasantry for revenue and recruits.

This danger was clearly

recognized by the emperors of the Macedonian dynasty.

From 922 to 1002

a series of eleven laws on behalf of the small proprietor were issued
by all the reigning emperors with the exception of John Tzimisceso

The

bitter struggle which ensued determined the internal politics of the
tenth and eleventh centuries and was a decisive factor in the ultimate
fate of the Byzantine empire.
The struggle was first opened by the emperor Roma.nus I Lecapenus
19For the various taxes, see Andreades, "Public Finances,"
, p. 82.
�antium An Introduction
•

•

•

2 0ostrogorsky, History of the "§Izantine State, p. 244.
21 Jenkins, Byzantium, pp. 14J-44; Vasiliev, History of !:!!!,
Byzantine Empire, I, 276, 345. On the origin of Thomas see Ostrogorsky,
History of !:!!!, Byzantine State, Po 181, n. 2.

-12in his novel of April 922,22 which restored the right of pre-emption of
the neighbors.

This right had been restricted by Leo

VI

in an attempt

to secure additional revenue by selling vacated lands, and this had
direct1Y aided the growth of the landed nobil.ity.

Roma.nus ruled that,

in any sale and temporary or hereditary lease of real-estate, five
categories were to enjoy the right of pre-emption in this order of pref
erence:

(1) relatives 'Who were joint-owners; (2) other joint-owners;

(3) owners of plots mingled with the property to be sold; (4) owners of
adjoining plots 'Who were joint1Y responsible with the seller for taxes;
(5) other owners of adjoining plots.

Furthermore, the 11powerfu111--that

is, the rich landowners--would be forbidden to acquire the property of
the poor in any manner, 'Whether it be by donation,
change or rent.

will ,

purchase, ex-

The military allotments that had been alienatad during

the last thirty years as well as those about to be alienated were to be
returned to their previous owners or their descendants without any compensation to the holders.
This novel did not have the desired effect.

The winter of 927-28

was unusually long and severe and the bad harvest was accompanied by
famine and plague.

As a result even more peasants were impoverished and

sold their land or pledged it for mere subsistence.

Roma.nus

I

was forced

23
to issue his novel of 934,
by 'Which all gifts and similar transfers
were considered invalid.

Invalid, also, were all sales in which the

22Nov. II, "Impp. Romani, Konstantini et Christophori de retractu,
et ut potentes a pauperibus praedia non acquirant, et de fundis militar
ibus (A. 922),11 in Zepos, Jus Graecoromanum, I, 198-204.
2JNov. V, "Impp. Romani, Constantini, Stephani et Constantini de
potentibus ab acquisitione praediorum arcendis (A. 935),11 in Zepos, Jus
Graecoromanum, I, 205-214.

-13property had been bought for less than half the just priceo

In both

these cases the property was to be returned to its previous owner without
compensation.

If

the purchase was legal, that is, in accordance with

the estimated value, the property was to be returned to its previous
owner, upon the condition that he would provide the purchase price
within three years.
These two novels proved to be ineffective despite their severity
of tone.

In his second novel Roma.nus

I

described the powerful as '!more

merciless than hunger or pestilence u24 but did not order a general confiscation of the acquired lands.

That the emperor lmew exactly what was

at stake is revealed by his comments:

"It is not through hatred and

envy of the rich that we make these laws, but we declare them for love
of the poor, for their protection and common safety,1125 and 11the settlement of the many on the land provides most of the necessities of society; they pay the taxes and furnish the recruits for the anny, and
these things will be wanting if the common people disappear. 1126 For the
future, Roma.nus again prohibited as in 922, the acquisition of peasant
land by the powerful and to further clarify matters a list of persons
considered 11powerful11 was provided:

high officials of the court, the

anny, the civil service, the provincial administration and the church
were explicitly named. 27
This list provides us with fairly good insight into both the means
through which peasant land was alienated, and some of the reasons for
24-rbid. t

P•

210.

25Ibid.'

P•

208.

26Ibid •• p. 209.
27Ibid.

-14the failure of the legislative measures .

Assuming that

an

impoverished

peasant could find the means to buy his land back within three years , or
even that, through the law, he was entitled to it, he would rarel y
able to claim his rights .

be

The person he had to o ppose was usuall y the

local official, highly respected and feared, or his relative or friend.
Furthermore, one can guess that the acquisition contained some degree of
le gality , since the "powerfulu bad alrea ey found their way into the
villa ge comm.unity and were entitled to purchase through the pre-emption
provisions of 922 0
That these laws did not have the desired effect is evidenced by
the subs equent legislation of the emperors to the death of Basil II in
1025.

These laws, while having the sa me objectives in mind, can be

classified into three categories :

those pertaining to peasant land in

general, those affecting church pro perty, and those regulating military
land.28
When Cons tantine VII Porphyrogenitus (9 44-59 ) became sole emperor
he continued the policy of his predecessor, Roms.nus I, and took even
stricter meas ures for its enforcement.

In his law of 947 , 29 from the pen

of the patricius and quaestor Theophilus , the emperor s tated that the
previous laws

on

peasant land had not been observed.

He therefore de-

creed that any illegal purchase since the begi nning of his rule and for
28In the collection of Zepos , novels II, V, VI, XX, XX.IX deal with
peasant land , but novels VIII , XV, XVI. XVIII, XX.II affect military land
primarily , and novels XIX, XX.VI deal primarily with church property.
Collatio Tertia . 11Novellae constitutiones annorum 911-1059 , 11 in J us
Graecoromanum, I, 192-274.

29Nov. VI, "Imp. Cons tantini Po rphyrogeniti de potentibus praedia
pauperum acquirentibus (A. 947 ) ,11 in Zepos , i.!!! Gra.ecoromanum, I, 21 4217 .

-
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the future would be considered invalid and was to be returned to the
previous owner without compensation.

Furthermore, when land was sold

by the 11powerful,11 other things being equal, peasants were to have the
right of pre-emption.
Roma.nus in

934

For older sales, the regulations set forth by

were to be valid beginning from the famine of 927 up to

the beginning of the sole rule of Constantine.

This meant that the

provision for repayment of the purchase price in cases of restitution
covered the period from

934

to

945.

Exempted from repayment of the

purchase price were those poorer sellers whose resources were less than
fifty gold pieces.

This last provision was later revoked,30 as we

learn from a novel of Roma.nus II,31 and Constantine, forced by the
11powerful,11 merely extended the period for the repayment price from
three to five years.
A

second important novel pertaining to land tenure was issued by

Constantine VII sometime in the period from

945

2
to 959.3

This law had

direct bearing on the military holdings and was drawn up by the I?!tricius
and quaestor, Theodore Decapolites.

To understand, however, the impor-

30The revocation was contained in a novel no longer extant but
listed by Zepos as NOV. XIV, "Imp. Constantini Porphyrogeniti recriptum
de restitutione praediorum a potentibus comparatorum"; the description
in Zepos of its contents is based on the novel XV of Rom.anus ll: 1'Hujus
Novellae mentio fit in Nov. XV. Retulerat ad Imperatorem Theodorus De
capolitanus magister et statuerat ille, ut pauperes, si vel infra L soli
dos in bonis haberent, praedia potentibus vendita evincentes pretium ac
ceptum emtoribus restituerent, contra quam NOV. VI c. 1 constitutum
fuerat, concesso tamen ad hoc quinquennio,0 Jus Graecoromanum, I, 239
and n. 1.
�

31Nov. XV, "Imp. Romani junioris rescriptum de restitutione pretii
praediorum a potentibus evictorum. (Inter 959-963),11 in Zepos, Jus
Graecorom.anum, I, 240.
-

32NOV. VIII, "Imp. Constantini Porphyrogeniti de fundis militaribus.
(Inter 945-959),11 in Zepos, Jus Graecoroma.num, I, 222-26.

-16ts.nee of any law on the military lands, we just once again turn to the
seventh century and the transformations that resulted from that period.
The provincial military organization derived its origin from the
time of Heraclius (610-41) and his successors.

Unable to obtain mer-

canaries for the defense of the frontiers against the Persians, the
emperor had decided to settle his troops in the provinces most seriously
threatened.33

Thus, there first appeared four large districts in Asia

Minor called themes, three military and one maritime.34

Gradually these

large zones were broken up until in the tenth century there appear to
have been twenty-nine themes:35
sea themes, and twelve European.

seventeen Asiatic, including the four
The chief official of a theme, in most

cases, was a military governor, the strategos, who governed with the help
of a large body of subordinates.J6

Lack of sources and the constant

33Ensslin, :Byzantium An Introduction

•

•

•

, p. 297.

34niey were called themes after the Themata, i.e., the military
corps settled there. The three military themes were: the Anatolikon,
the army of the Orient; the Arm.eniakon, the Armenian army; and the
Qpsikion (obsequium), the troops of the former magistri militum prae
sentales. The first two themes were under the leadership of a strategos,
the third under a comes, successor of the former magister. The first
maritime theme was the Ciby-rrhaeot (south and southwest Asia Minor),
named after the town of Cibyra in Pampbylia, under a drungarios. Ibid.,
pp. 297, 304; Ostrogorsky, History; of .!h! :Byzantine State, p. 87, n:--4.
35The sources of this period do not agree on the number given by
Constantine VII in his 11Treatise on the Themes.11 The 11Kletorologion of
Philotheus" lists twenty-five. For other sources see J. B. Bury, "The
Themes of the Roman Em.pire,11 in Gibbon, VI, Appendix llI, 532-3 5.
36Ensslin, in :Byzantium An Introduction • • • , PP• 298-99; c.
Diehl, :Byzantium: Greatness and Decline, trans. Naomi Walford, The Rut
gers Byzantine Series (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University
Press, 195?), p. 6?; Ostrogorsky, History; .2f. the Byzantine State, pp.
219-22; N. H. Baynes, The :Byzantine &npire, The Home University Library
of Modern Knowledge 1181'London: Oxford University Press, 1962), pp.
135-36; J. B. Bury, A Histoey of the Eastern Roman
pire From the Fall
of Irene to the Accession of B&Su ! (A.D. 802:a67 2 London:-Ma.cm:i Dan
and Co., Limited, 1912}, pp. 221-31.

(1

-17 change in the number of the themes make it very difficult to give a
precise picture of their organiz ation in detail ; it seems. ho wever. th at
in the tenth century the s tr ategoi of the eastern themes were maintain ed

by the government trea sury, while those of th e western were supported
by the revenues of their respective districts .37

A further difference

between the s tr ategoi of the East and the West is that the former were
considered of higher rank and importance and also drew a higher s al ary.
These differences were due to the importance of th e e as te rn provinces ;
it would not be an overstatement to s ay th at the very life of the empire
depended on the well-being of the Asi atic themes.

The s trategos in

charge of a theme was no minated by the emperor and directly responsible
to h im.

His power was somewhat limited by a subordinate , placed beside

him for th at purpos e , the protonotarios , a civil s e rvant and judge of
the theme.

However. within his district, the strategos was the commander

of both troops and government and could administer fin ances and justice ;
h e in reality exercis ed power.38
It is apparent fro m these arrangements that Byz was a militariz ed
s tate.

The basis of the state was the o rdin ary soldier; the basis for

his exis tence was the military s mall-holding , an inalienable grant of
land conferred on the holder on condition of hereditary military service.
This system was not entirely new but a c onti nuation of th e Roman frontier
defense syste m (li.mitanei ) and the military administration of the ex37Baynes ,

Th!

Byz antine Empire , p. 136.

381 h ave , unfortunately, not been able to consult a work I under
stand is basic to this subject: J. B. Bury , The Imperial Administrative
System in the Ninth Century !!!:h. ! Revised Text of the :Kletorologion of
l?hilotheos '"ltondon: Published for the British Acadenw by H. Frowde ,
1911) .

-18archates.39

It relieved the empire of the necessity of recruiting

reliable mercenaries and served to relieve the treasury.

un-

These soldier-

farmers (stratiotai) derived the means for their maintenance and equipment from the land, although they also received small sums in wages, and
constituted the backbone of the Byzantine army.

They were, moreover, an

important element in the social development of the empire, for while the
eldest son of the stratiotes inherited the soldier's plot with the obligation of military service, the remaining sons were peasants interested
in cultivating the surplus of fallow land, providing the treasury with
tax-payers.

There was no social or economic difference between the

peasant-soldier and the ordinary peasant.
the soldier also paid certain taxes.

The peasant paid taxes and

They were usually in the same

administrative and fiscal grouping.
The emperors were naturally anxious to maintain this order of af
fairs and took steps towards this end. 40

In his novel of 922 Roms.nus I

had ruled that, in the case of the alienation of military lands, reinstatement without compensation was to apply retroactively to those alien
ated during the last thirty years if this had caused their value to fall
below that necessary for the supply of military equipment.

This pro

vision was repeated in the novel of Constantine VII mentioned above as
issued sometime between 945 and 969.

Constantine moreover altered the

right of pre-emption in the case of military holdings by specifying the
following order of priority:

(1) relatives up to the sixth degree;

39ostrogorsky, History of.§.! :w;zantine State, p. 8?.
40In the NOV. VIII, "Imp. Constantini Porphyrogeniti de fundis
militaribus. (Inter 945-952)," Zepos, Jus Graecoroma.num, I, 222, the
emperor states that what the head is tO""fhe body, the army is to the
state.

-19(2) those under common military obligations; (3) stratiotai who had paid
taxes in common; (4) the peasants belonging to the same fiscal unit for
taxation purposes.

Furthermore, the emperor decreed that the plots of

the cavalry soldiers and marines of the themes should not have a value
of less than four pounds of gold, while those of the paid soldiers in
the imperial navy should not fall below two pounds.4 1

If the plot ex-

ceeded the minimum value, the excess land could be alienated only if it
was not entered in the ron42 of the stratiotai.4 3

Lastly, forty years

were to elapse before possession of a former military holding became
final.
'!hat encroachments on military land continued to take place is
evidenced by the fact that the patricius and quaestor Theodore Decapolites, who had authored the previous novel, produced another on the same
subject under the reign of Roma.nus II, Constantine's son.

In this novel,

issued sometime between 959-963, it was decreed that any peasant•s or
soldier•s land alienated since the beginning of the sole rule of Constantine VII would be restored without compensation.

And in the novel of

41�., p. 222-26. Different amounts are given in other sources.
See Ostrogorsky, History !!£. .!:!!.!. gyzantine State, p. 249, n. 3.
42wby such excess land should have been entered on the roll of the
stratiotai is not clear. One may speculate that a particular military
commander, due to local circumstances, might wish to encourage his
soldiers to retain more than the specified number of land-or that the
soldier was thus given the opportunity to protect his family lands from
dispersal.
4 3The word stratiotes (pl. stratiotai) formerly designated the pro
fessional soldier. In the middle Byzantine period stratiotai were the
peasants settled within a theme, subject to military duty, and holding
land of a size comparable to the Wester.n Knight's fee. E. H. Kantoro
wicz, "Feudalism in the Byzantine Empire," Feudalism in History, ed. R.
Coulborn (Hamden, Connecticut: Archon Books, 1965), P.° 157.

-20the year 962, written in response to reports from the Thracesion theme, 44
we find a provision stating that the purchaser of military land who had
acted with ill intentions must not only return the land without compensation but would also be subject to a penalty.
With the accession of Nicephorus Phocas (963-69) to the throne,
there came to power one of the most important and influential families
of Asia Minor.45

This physically unattractive emperor was extremely

popular in the empire for his successful campaigns against the corsairs
who held Crete and against the Hamdanid, Saif-a.d-Daulah, in Asia Minor.
The idol of his soldiers, this brilliant general sought to protect their
lands, but as a true representative of his class, also protected the
interests of the magnates.

In his novel of 967,46 stating that his pre-

decessors had not shown equal justice and had shown partisanship in their
protection of the peasants, he abrogated the law of 9 47, by which the
peasant had the right of pre-emption in the alienation of the property
of the 11powerful. 11

For the rest the old law remained in force, excepting

claims of alienation before 927, since the forty-year period of grace

Zepos,

44wov. XVI, "Imp. Romani junioris
� Gra.ecoromanum, I, 243...1+4.

de fundis militaribus. (A. 962. ),11

45The grandfather of Nicephorus II had been comma.ri der in charge of
the Italian expedition of 884-86; his father had held the position of com
mander in chief of the eastern am1es; his uncle had led the expedition
against Symeon; his brother Leo was the military governor of Cappadocia
and later comman der in chief of the eastern am1es. This family not only
displayed military genius generation after generation, but had ties of
kinship with most of the other illustrious families of the eastern prov
inces. The threat such a family could present to the state is best il
lustrated by the prolonged revolt of Bardas Phocas, nephew of Nicephorus
II, and the support granted him in the Asian provinces.
Ostrogorsky,
History of � Byzantine State, pp. 233, 253, 261.

46Nov.

:XX, "Imp. Nicephori Phocae ut potentes a potentibus dumtaxat
et mili tes et pauperes a paribus ema.nt, et de his qui ante tempus fa.mis
Jus Graecoromanum, I,
praedia comparaverunt. (Inter 963-69. ),11 Zepos, 255-56.

-21had elapsed.

In reality, this novel was not very harsh, for it is

doubtf'ul that the peasants could exercise their right of pre-emption in
their financial situation.

Psychologically. however9 the impact must

have been great for the magnates were now protected in the name of
justice.47
Nicephorus II's ruling on military holdings was even more signif
icant.

48

The exact date of the novel is not known, but by it the emperor

increased the value of the inalienable minimum of a military plot from
four to twelve pounds of gold.

J\:ny' alienation which reduced the value

of the holding below this minimum was to be canceled and the property
returned without compensation; the purchase price could be recovered
only in cases of alienation above this minimum.

By this law Nicephorus

attempted to guarantee the heavily armed stratiotes the means for his
new and expensive equipment;49

the result, however, was further to alter

the social composition of the army.

Its effect was practically to

ex-

elude the poor peasant militia and strengthen the rise of a newly developing lesser nobility roughly equivalent to the lesser gentry of
Western Europe.50
47ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, pp. 253-54.

� ov. XX.II, 11Imp. Nicephori Phocae de fundis militaribus. (Inter
963-969.),11 Zepos, Jus Graecoromanum, I, 255-56.
49The new equipment was essentially due to the increasing use of
cavalry, although this was not a sudden development but a trend apparent
since the fourth century. Baynes, The Byzantine Empire, pp. 132-33.
50ostrogorsky, History 2£. � Byzantine State, p. 254; Ostrogorsky,
Cam.bridge Economic History, I, 2 08; P. Charanis, ''Monastic Properties and
the State in the Byzantine Empire," Dumbarton Oaks Papers, No. 4, edited
for the Dumbarton Oaks Research Library, and Collection of Harvard Uni
versity Washington, D.C. by the Committee on Publications (Cam.bridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1948), 60.

-22Another novel by Nicephorus II affecting the Armenians had a more
positive effect on "the small military holdingso51

The Armenians, who

were a comm.on element in the Byzantine frontier defense line, were
quite often unstable and would leave their holdings and wander.

These

frontier soldiers, called a.kritai, would sometimes retum and lay claim
to their former plots, thus creating difficulties that were bad for
military discipline.

The novel on Armenian holdings states that, if

the owner had been gone for three or more years and his plot had been
given in his absence to another soldier, the first owner lost every right
to the land in question.

If, however, the plot had been given to a

powerful person or monastery as a favor and not because of some public
services, the Armenian or his descendant could reclaim it up to a period
of thirty years.5

2

The most important legislative measure of Nicephorus Phocas was
his novel of the year 96�3 on monastic properties, by which he prohibited their further growth.

The growth of church property, which had

been severely checked in the iconoclastic period, had once more made
itself felt in the tenth century.

Ecclesiastical and monastic digni-

taries, such as metropolitans, archbishops, bishops and abbots were classified among the 11powerful11 in the novel of 934, and were prohibited
from acquiring land of the poor.

In that novel Romanus I had decreed

51 Nov. XVIII, "Imp. Nicephori Phocae de fundis militum Armenicorum
et homicidarum. (Inter 963-969. ) , 11 Zepos, � Graecoromanum, I , 247-48.
52 Charanis, Dumbarton

2!15.! Papers,

PP•

.59-60.

5 3Nov. XIX, "Imp. Nicephori Phocae de monasteriis. (A. 964 . ) ,11

Zepos, Jus Graecoromanum, I, 249-52; E. Barker, Social and Political
Thoug}lt, pp. 117-18 has a partial translation; Charanis, Dumbarton Oaks
Papers, 55-61, translates the whole novel.

�

that if' a peasant became a monk, he couJ.d not donate his property to
the monastery he entered, but wouJ.d have to give it to his fellow vil
lagers who wouJ.d then pay the monastery its value in cash.

'lhis pro

vision failed to check the growth of the monastical lands for the
peasants, who had trouble holding their own, were unable to buy the
land of their tonsured fellow-villagers.

Ful-thermore, as regards the

church, few peasants wouJ.d take any advantages offered them by the gov
ernment, for their piety and superstition were extraordinary.

In

any

case. through gifts and the purchase of land from the wealthy and var
ious other devices the church properties continued to expandt.54 until
church estates rivaled those of the lay magnates.

More disturbing was

the constant growth of monastic foundations, for although in principle,
amortized land was liable to taxation, this requirement was often avoided

by grants of privilege.

One method of expansion was to claim the houses

of prayer, which peasants had founded on their property as monasteries,
and then to augment this nucleus by gradually absorbing the land of the
surrounding peasants by exploiting their piety.
Castigating the monks for their greed, Nicephorus II ruJ.ed that no
new large monastic establishments, hostels, and houses for the poor were
to be founded, since the motive was usually a desire for fame.

Anyone

who wanted to prove his generosity or piety, couJ.d do so by helping the
existing institutions by donations of money.

Monastic life, however, was

stil1 considered extremely laudable, and anyone wishing to establish a
monastic cell couJ.d do so provided he did not seek to acquire property
beyond his own •
.54rbid., p. 55.

-24The novel of the ascetic and pious Nicephorus Phocas, seemingly
ironic at first, really had the interests of the church in mind.

The

further acquisition of land by a monastery only meant that more land
would remain uncultivated.

By urging the pious to give their gifts in

money, the emperor was actual.1Y giving the monks the means to buy the
necessary implements and livestock to cultivate the land they already
had.

Above all, however, the emperor -general had in mind the needs of

the state and the army.

Uncultivated land meant reduced revenue, and

both the state and the army needed money for their existence.

By the

encouragement of donations in money to church institutions, land could
be cultivated that would suppiy the treasury with the funds to support
the army.

And, of course, by disrupting the process of monastic

ex-

pansion, N icepb.orus also protected the military holdings against the
encroachments of these institutions.
According to most authorities this novel of Nicephorus remained in
force until 988, when Basil II repealed 55 it under the stress of internal
crisis which demanded some conciliation with a situation, considered an
offense to the church and God. 56

However this may be, in less than ten

5.5Nov. XXVI, "Imp. Basilii Porphyrogeniti, quae legen Nicepb.ori de
monasteriis tollit. (A. 988.),0 Zepos, Jus Graecoromanum, I, 259.
56This repeal is interpreted as a superstitious act to placate God
in a time when evils had befallen the empire. Charanis, Dumbarton Oaks
Papers, p. 62, thinks it probable that by this measure Basil hoped io-win
the support of the church against Bard.as Phocas, nephew of Nicephorus II
and representative of the latter's impious tradition. More plausible,
however, in light of the subsequent legislation by Basil, I find the
theory that this novel is proba.b1Y not authentic: Ostrogorsky, Histol"l
of the Byzantine State, p. 260, n. 2; ibid., p. 'Z'/2, n. 1. It is rather
difficult to attribute this novel to the same man who reputedly quipped
in 985: 11As for those monks (of the monastery of St. Basil), I have
turned their refectory into a refiectory--for they may now sit there and
reflect upon where their bread is to come from. 11 Jenkins, Byzantium,
p. 305.

-

25-

years Basil
In

II revived to some extent the monastic policy of Nicephorus.
57
the emperor devoted a paragraph to monastic prophis novel of 996

erty, by which he prohibited the large monasteries to acquire any new
land.

Monasteries on peasant land with a small number of monks were

to be regarded as chapels of ease, subordinate to the village community
and exempt from paying tribute to the bishop

.58
•

Of all the emperors of the tenth and early eleventh centuries,
Basill II Bulgaroctonus was the strictest foe of the landed nobilityand with good cause.

During his childhood two usurpers from the mili

tary aristocracy had reached the throne, Nicephorus Phocas (963...69) and
John Tzimisces (969-7 6) .

He was further embittered by the civil wars

with the families of Phocas and Sclerus that had lasted thirteen years-the years of his youth --and had involved against him most of the magnates
of Asia Minor.

Under the stress he resolved to break their strength.; and

once he had broken their political ambitions, he set about to restrict
them financially.

In

his novel of 99659 he decreed that only the titles

of those estates that had been held for seventy-five years or more and
could be authenticated would be confirmed.

The rest were to be handed

back, without compensation, to the original owners or their descendants.
Crown lands, seized and held through bribery of the inspectors, were
57see n. 59

•

.58Charanis, Dumbarton � Papers, pp. 63-64, where the paragraph
is translated.
59NOV. XX.IX, "Imp. Basilii Porphyrogeniti ne locum habeat XL an
norum praescriptio in pradiis a potentibus acquisitis: de finium descript
ione aureis bullis inserta: de monasteriis: de tollenda praescriptione
temporis adversus fiscum: de homicidio: de bullis aureis: et de nundinis.
(A. 996 . ),11 Zepos, 2 Graecoromanum, I, 26 2-272.
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exempt from any period of grace; 0

the state • s rights reached back one

thousa nd years to the time of Augustus.
Basil n • s measures against the magnates did not stop with the
abolition of the period of grace.

In 1002 he obliged the "powerful" to

6
pay the alleleng,yon on behalf of the poor, 1 and not even the protests
of the patriarch Sergius daunted his resolution to break the aristocracy.

This measure bore heavily on the shoulders of the magnates while

it relieved those of the peasants and, at the same time, provided the
fisc with greater security in its collection of taxes.

The alleleng,yon

was a heavy blow to the magnates, for they were forced to pay the tax
without acquiring the right of usufruct of the land involved. 6 2
The land laws, although officially never repealed with the
ception of the allelengyon, 63 died with the emperor.

ex

With the death of

Basil II in 1025 the legislative measures on beha lf of the peasant proprietor came to an end , and all the corrosive forces at work for disintegra tion of the central power came to the forefront.

For the next

thirty years, basing their strength on the dynastic loyal ties of the
empire, Zoe and Theodora, childless daughters of Constantine VIII, shared
60.&.ccording to
the law forty years of undisputed tenure were re
quired to establish ownership. Jenkins, Byzantium, p. 3 19; Ostrogorsky,
History of the Byzantine State, p. 271.
6 1Ioannes Zonaras, Epitomae Historiarum, Corpus Scriptorum Historiae
Byzantinae ( 3 vols. ; Bonnae Impensis ed. Weberi, 1841 ) , m, 56 1.
6 2ostrogorsky, H isto!'.l of .!:!:!!. :Byzantine State, p. 272; Ostrogorsky,
Cam.bridge Economic H istor.y, I, 209-10.
6 3ostrogorsky, Histocy of .Y!!. �zantine State, pp. 285-6 and n. 2 ;
Ostrogorsky, Cambridge Economic H isto;t'.l, I, 210.

-27the throne with a succession of mediocre rulers .

With their death the

House of Basil became extinct and a period of anarchy ( 10.57-81 ) followed
which lasted until the dynasty of the Comneni came to the throne.
The epic era of reconquest had brought a feeling of security, and
a period of comparative peace began with the eleventh century.

Peace ,

however, did not bring consolidation but internal and external decline . 6

4

The characteristics of Byzantium which had assured its survival were
gradually eroded to the point where the accession of Alexi.us Comnenus
( 1081-1118) marked the beginning of an entirely new period.
The basic feature of Byzantium in the period from Heraclius ( 61041 ) to the death of Basil II was its military nature.

This militarization

under the theme system, from which th e empire derived both its taxes and
soldiers , had given the empire th e unity it needed to withstand th e attacks it faced on all its frontiers.

The soundness of this system had

assured Byzantium its survival, prosperity and subsequent expansion ; but
th e very system and its success had given birth to the centrifugal elements contributing to its destruction.

Success , security, expansion, and

the lack of outlets for investment brought land hunger which threatened
the existence of the peasant-proprietor and the peasant-soldier-the basis
of the system.

The Macedonian emperors had clearly recognized the danger

and embarked upon an imperial agrarian policy designed to keep in check
the great landed families and maintain the smallholders .

But once the

6 �is period bas been aptly described as 11the time of troubles "
by Vasiliev, History of � :Byzantine &pire, I , :;51...74. For an in
teresting reassessment see J . M. Hussey, "The Byzantine Empire in the
Eleventh Century: Some Different Interpretations, " Transactions of the
Royal Historical Society, Fourth Series XXX.ll ( London : Offices ofthe
Royal Historical Society, 1950 ) , 71-85.

-28strong hand of Basil II was removed. , the state attempts at suppression
of the military aristocracy took a direction which only speeded the
forces of disintegration and ultimately spelled disaster for Byzantium.
In

reaction to the military aristocracy the emperors of the Ducas

dynasty ( 10 59-81) , supported. by the church , 65 began to build up a civilian aristocracy of scholars and great officials within the capital and
played this faction off against the generals and great landowners.

This

civilian party gradually discontinued regional recruitment in order to
reduce the power of the military lords · over their troops.

A

special tax

was substituted. for service and th.is in turn paid for mercenaries that
replaced the national troops.

In

a further attempt to demilitarize and

civilianize the administration, the theme system was altered by the in
troduction of the praetor (formerly supreme judge on the staff of the
strategos) as governor of the theme in place of the strategos.

This

praetor was , of course, a civilian and was appointed. by the new aris
tocracy of civilians and scholars. 66
However, the emperors of the Ducas dynasty were not in a position
to enforce a complete civilianization of the administration ; neither were
they able completely to control their civilian adherents.

They were com

6
pelled. to grant privileges, 7 a policy which gradually transformed
65vryonis, Jr. , Speros , ''Byzantine Demokratia and the Guilds in
the Eleventh Century," Dumbarton Oaks Papers, No. 17 (Washington, D. C. :
The Dumbarton Oaks Center for Byzantine Studies Trustees for Harvard
University, 1963), 302-14.
66Kantorowicz, Feudalism

�

History, p. 160.

67 The grants here discussed. are those relating to land tenure, the
theme of this paper. There were others. The strict imperial regulation
of foreign commerce and of the guilds was relaxed. during the civil strife
following the death of Basil II, guilds gained political influence and

-29Byzantium into a sem.ifeudal society.

These grants were pronoia ,

excuss eia and charistikia.
Pronoia was the grant of an estate to an individual in return for
services rendered. 6 8

They differed from donations in that the pronoia

land was definitely bound to the recipient, the pronoetes ; it could not
be sold or transferred and was granted for a definite period of time,
usually for life.

The holder of a pronoia estate had to serve as a

heavily mailed knight and to appear with a certain number of horsemen,
similarly armed, according to the size of his estate.

The :eronoia system

gradually replaced the class of peasant-soldiers of the decaying theme
system and altered the nature of the armed forces.
secured concessions , and the emperors began to grant commercial privi
leges to Venice and other Italian cities in return for military assist
ance. Such policies limited imperial revenue and the capacity to resist
concessions to the landed aristocracy. On the regulation of the guilds
in th e tenth c entury see E . H . Freshfield , Roman Law in the Later Rom.an
Empire ( Cambridge : Printed at the University Pre'S'S; 193'j'),' which in
cludes an English translation of the Book of the Prefect; Medieval Trade
in the Mediterranean World, eds . R. s. Lopez and I . w. Raymond {New York :
W. w. Norton & Co. , Inc . , n.d. ) , pp. 19-23 ; Andreades , "The Economic Life
of the Byzantine Empire , 11 B,,yzantium. An Introduction • • • , pp. 62-63.
On the eleventh century developments see ibid. , pp. 66-67 , 67-70 ; Vryonis ,
Dumbarton � Papers, No. 17 , 294-302. Another indication of declining
imperial revenues is the debasement of the coinage begun by Constantine
IX. While it is possible that an outflow of gold carried by mercenaries
and Italian traders contributed to this , the essential reason appears to
have been a loss of state revenues rather than a lack of precious metal
in the empire. This complex problem deserves more investigation. See
Jenkins , B,,yzantium, pp. 346-47 ; Ostrogorsky, History of � B,,yzantine
State, pp. 306-07 , 309 , and n . 1 .
68Ibid. ,
pp. 291-93; Ostrogorsky, Cambridge Economic Histor,y, I,
21 5-17 ; Kantorowicz , Feudalism !!!_ H istor,y, pp. 161:64; Setton, American
Journal .2f. Philology, 255-58; P. Charanis , ''Economic Factors in th e De
cline of the Byzantine Em:pire , 11 Journal of Economic H istor,y, Vol. 1 3
( 1953 ) , 418-19 ; A. A. Vasiliev, " On th e Question of Byzantine Feudalism, "
zantion , Revue Internationale des Etudes B,,yzantines , Tome VIII
Bruxelles : Imprimerie De Meester wetteren, 1933) , .590-92.

-30The pronoia lords were also usually granted a partial or total
immunity from taxation within their estates.

This immunity, excusseia

(from excusare , Latin, to excuse ) , 69 endangered the most important prerogatives of the government in the provinces , for the few peasants that
were still free usually fell within the district of the pronoetes who
taxed them to his

own

benefit.

Thus the state not only lost revenue

but also lost the class of free peasants , who either became paroikoi,
more or less serfs , or out of necessity transferred their allegiance to
the neighboring lord.

This policy became all the more widespread as

the cost of maintaining a mobile al"D'ij' of mercenaries grew; Byzantium was
caught in a vicious circle.

The revenues which Constantine

IX.

Mono-

machos { 1042-1055) obtained by allowing most of the fifty thousand first
rate troops of the province of Georgia to substitute money payments for
military service went to pay mercenaries .

But revenues were still in-

sufficient, and ultimately some foreign mercenaries received grants of
pronoia and so occasionally became lords of the peasants who had pre
viously constituted the military.?O
The charistikion, 71 which literally translated means beneficium,
was usually monastic property given in tenure to a layman who became responsible for its administration and upkeep and for the well-being of the
69 lbid. , pp. 93-94; Setton, American Journal of Philology, 258-59 ;
Charanis:-;fO'urnal of Economic H istory, 418-20 ; Kantorowicz , Feudalism
in History, p. 162:?0J enkins , Byzantium, p. 346 ; Ostrogorsky, History .2f. � .Byzantine
State, p . 293; Charanis , Byzs.ntion , 55-.56 .
71 Kantorowicz , Feudalism in History, PP• 164-66 ; Charanis , Journal
of Economic History, 420 ; S etton, .American Journal of Philology, 245-49 ;
Ostrogorsky, Cambridge Economic History, I, 213-15; Vasiliev, "On the
Question of Byzantine Feudalism, " 590 .

-

monks .
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Th e tenant ( charistikarios ) wa s obliged to pay th e public taxes

from the revenues but could keep the excess once all the expenses were
covered.

In the East the institution of the charistikia was not taken

over from the West, but it was derived from the same Ro•n conditions as
the beneficium.

Although. the conditions of the lease were very favor-

able to t.he charistikarios , t.he system s erved the needs of the church
'Whose landed property was inalienable and had to be leased in order to
yield a rent.
The grants of pronoia, ex:cus seia and charistikia bring to mind the
grants of fiefs , immunities and beneficia. of Western feudalism.

While

the ques tion of feudalism in Byzantium has excited much comment, 72 it
lies beyond the scope of this paper.

Here we •Y observe, however, that

t.he development of feudal features in the eleventh century was sporadic
and unsystematic ; they never united to form. an integrated pattern.

More

over, they were not due (as in the West) to changes in military organization.

The reverse was true.

It was the growth of large estates 'Which

destroyed the older military system.

Finally, feudalism could never

fully develop in Byzantium as long as the title of emperor retained its
glory.

The great lords would revolt and occasionally unite against th e

throne, but their aim was not t o limit the power o f the throne ; their
goal was to achieve it for themselve s . 7 3
The internal struggle , unfortunately, coincided with the appearance
of new enemies

on

all fronts .

The epic achievements o f Basil II had

brought the Byzantine frontier to the Danube and the empire was now
72Ibid. , pp. ,584-86; Setton, American Journal of Philology, 254;
Kantorowicz , Feudalism in History, pp. 1 51-.54.
7 Jibid. , pp. 164-66 .

-32subject to attacks from tribes or the north , the Patzinaks and Uze s , who
regularly devastated the Balkans until their defeat by Alexius I in

1091 .

Byzantine relations with th e West also deteriorated rapidly.

The

schism between the papacy and the patriarchate, which the Macedonian
emperors had succes sfully forestalled, came about in 10.54 and the hatred
which developed h eld serious consequences for Byzantium on the eve of
the Crusades .

At the same time , th e Byzantine hold on th e south Italian

province s gradually loosened, despite some success during the 1040 1 s
under the brilliant general George Maniaces .

Byzantine authority was

f:in8.ll.y los t when Bari succumbed to the persistent seige of the Norman
Robert Guiscard in 107 1 .
'lb e year 1071 held an even greater tragedy for Byzantium; this
was the year of the battle of Manzikert.

Success on the eastern frontier

had as a result the incorporation of Armenia into the Byzantine state.
But Armenia had long been the buffer zone that withstood attacks from
the Ea.st, and th e raids and infiltrations that took place in that region
were now attacks on the Byzantine frontier.

By to68 Syria and th e

Armenian lands were under the control of the Seljuk Turks , and the battle of Manzikert came as the natural military consequence of a disastrous
social and economic policy which lowered the defense of the eastern
frontier and forever lost the essential provinces for the empire.?4

?4vasiliev, Histor.r .2f � :§yzantine Empire, pp. 351-.54; Ostrogor
sky, Histor.r of � Byzantine State , pp. 302-06.

APPENDIX

I

Emperors from Basil I to Manzikert
Basil I,

867 - 886

Leo VI,

886

. Alexander,

886

-

-

91 2

�
_......,--

co-emperors

91 J ....·.----

Constantine VII,
*

Roma.nus I ,

*

Christopher,

*

Stephanus ,

*

Constantine ,

924 - 94

/

Roma.nus II,

959 - 963

Basil II ,

963 -102

Constantine VIII,

963 -102

*

Nicephorus II,

963 - 969

*

John I ,

969 - 976

*

Zoe,

1 028 -1042

Theodora ,

1028 -1056

co-emperors

Asterisk indicates usurper during reign of Macedonian dynasty.
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-34Rom.anus III,

1028-1034

Michael IV,

1034-1041

Michael V ,

1041-1042

Constantine IX ,

1042-1054

Michael VI ,

1056-1057

Isaac Comnenus ,

1057-1059

Cons tantine X ,

1059-1067

Roma.nus IV ,

1067-1071

;/

�
�

mperors in the name

of Zoe and Theodora

APPENDIX II
Legislative Works of the Macedonian Dynasty
The years 867 to 912 during which Basil I and Leo VI ruled belong
to the last period of legislative activity.

Basil I planned a revival

of legal studies based on a revision of the laws of J ustinian and writ
ten in Greek.

This work which was to include legislative measures is

sued after J ustinian was never completed, but its proposed title is
descriptive of its scope and content.
law0 it became the basis for the
issued the Pr9cheiron,

Called "purification of the old

Basilica

of Leo VI.

Meanwhile Basil

a practical manual containing a selection of

the most important and frequently used precepts of civil and public law.
The Procheiron was divided into forty titJ.es and is generally considered
a reaction to the Ecloga of the iconoclastic emperors and a return to
J ustinian concepts of law, although many parts of the Ecloga are con
tained in the Procheiron.

In Basil ' s time a second volume of laws was compiled under the
title

Epanagoge and planned as an introduction to the projected 11 puri

fication of the old law . 11

This work is in part a reproduction of the

Procheiron and like the latter incorporates parts of the Ecloga.

-35-

Certain

-36portions , however, are original , for here we find the theoretical re
lations of church and state expounded as well as definitions of the role
and power of the emperor, the patriarch and other officials .

These

ideas apparently exerted influence on th e new s tate of Russia in the
tenth and subs equent c enturies .
The th ird and monumental work of the Macedonians was published
during the reign of Leo VI under the title Basilica .
divided into sixty books and contained six volumes .

This work was
Prepared by a com

mission of lawyers it wa s a compilation of the legislative works of
Jus tinian and his succes sors rendered into Greek.

Its title Basilica

is derived from the word 1'basileus , 1 1 Greek for emperor, and thus means
0imperial laws. "

In the eleventh or twelfth c entury an index to the

Bas ilica was published containing titles , chapters and some pa s sages.
This index named Tipoukeitos is valuabl e for the information it gives
on parts of the Basilica which have been lost.
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